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ABSTRACT
Glennon Clayton, Maureen. Finding One’s Artistic Voice Through Use of Movement
Exploration, Improvisation, and Reflective Writing. Master of Arts thesis, University of
Northern Colorado, 2022.

The purpose of this study was to explore how dance students will use movement
exploration, improvisational experiences and reflective writing in the creation of personal
movement choices and development of the artistic voice. The researcher developed three
essential questions to guide this research:
Q1

How does improvisation and movement exploration aid students in finding their
own artistic voice?

Q2

What did the participants learn about the processes of improvisation and
movement exploration through their reflective journal writing?

Q3

Do the participants feel a sense of accomplishment at the end of the study?

The research instruments included pre- and post-surveys and weekly journal prompts
conducted inside and outside of the classroom. These quantitative and qualitative methods were
used to engage the participants, asking opinions, perceptions and attitudes about the subject
matter presented. The answers to yes or no questions or multiple-choice questions were analyzed
quantitatively, while answers to open-ended questions were analyzed qualitatively identifying
emerging themes. Nine students completed the pre-survey at the beginning of the study. Eight
high school female dancers participated in this research and participated in two fifty minutes
classes, per week, for eight weeks. The researcher designed this class specifically for this project
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with lessons focusing on the use of weight, space, and timing. At the beginning of the study
students engaged in composition work, creating their own solos based on emotional scenarios.
The participants were then challenged to discover their own ideas with creating dance through
movement exploration and improvisation. At the end of the study students revisited and revised
their compositional work based on their in-class movement experiences. Each class was followed
by in-class and out-of-class journal writing assignments which engaged the students in more
mindful reflection of their experiences throughout the study.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Goal of Thesis
Dance is a way to express oneself though movement. Dance students take class to not
only perfect their technique, but to find more artistic substance within themselves. The job of the
dance educator is to support the creative investigations explored by the dance student and to
guide them along their journey. Rachel Caldwell, from Dance Teacher Magazine, posted
quotations about dance from famous choreographers/dancers on the magazine’s website.
According to Martha Graham, “Great dancers are not great because of their technique. They are
great because of their passion,” while Agnes de Mille believed, “To dance is to be out of
yourself. Larger, more beautiful, more powerful. This is power, it is glory on Earth, and it is
yours for the taking,” and Twyla Tharp thought, “Art is the only way to run away without
leaving home.” (dance-teacher.com)
Dance is beneficial to many dance students, for it is through dance and the processes of
movement exploration and improvisation, that they can communicate and express emotion. Thus,
movement exploration and improvisation are important factors in this study. Many authorities
have written about the importance of involving students in such spontaneous movement
experiences. In fact, in his book, Dance Imagery: For Technique and Performance, Eric Franklin
made the following comments about the value of such experiences for students.
Imagery in dance improvisation will help you discover a whole new range of possibilities
within your body. Besides broadening your movement repertoire and increasing your
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expressive palette, you will discover new inner landscapes. Through improvisation the
dancer learns how to create a vast array of subtle movement qualities, the tools that create
the movement artist’s exceptional presence in space. (19)
In her book, Choreography: A Basic Approach Using Improvisation, Sandra Cerny
Minton further supported the value of these spontaneous movement experiences.
Creating involves the exploration and improvisation processes through which movements
are discovered that fit an inspiration. Once created, movements can be performed. Then,
the person who is creating can respond by analyzing and evaluating movements in a
variety of ways and make connections between the movements and other content and
ideas. (2)
In particular, the researcher was specifically interested in designing movement
exploration and improvisational experiences for high school dance students, ages 14-18. Teens
tend to build barriers to protect themselves as they navigate through life. In the article, “I Don’t
Care!,” author Michelle Garcia Winner wrote:
Kids struggle to do something that appears so easy and seamless to everyone else. Those
who are “higher functioning” begin to notice that they are not fitting in, but they don’t
know how to make it right. They start to build walls and then fortresses to protect
themselves from thinking that they lack worth since they lack friendships. Friendships,
according to the research, actually do help to validate our existence. Some students worry
they may be “invisible” to peers across the school day. Some seek negative attention by
insulting others, using offensive humor, etc. After all, at least they are getting attention
and some attention, negative or positive, is better than none. Some, actually most, say
they don’t care but they really do. (socialthinking.com)
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It is for above reasons that the researcher was interested in using movement exploration
and improvisation in her high school dance classes because it might be a way to engage the
students and help them develop a deeper understanding of the subject matter presented, opening
the door for individual movement investigation and towards developing their own artistic voice.
All these concepts are also a means to support the students’ growth and self-worth. Many believe
these goals can be achieved with guidance and support from the dance educator and the students’
peers. In a recent article, Improvisation in Dance Education: Teacher Views, Michele Biasutti,
found the following through her research,
… dance teachers demonstrate a generally favorable mental attitude in the use of metacognitive strategies, sharing a goal-oriented approach to dance improvisation teaching.
They demonstrated awareness about several aspects of dance improvisation teaching such
as lesson implementation, the abilities involved, the lesson organization and the goals to
be reached. (137)
As a result, the goal of this thesis was to show that the use of movement exploration,
improvisational experiences and reflective writing could enhance the creation of personal
movement choices and development of the artistic voice.
Purpose of Study
Doris Humphrey, American dancer, choreographer, and author of The Art of Making
Dances, noted in her choreography book, “The original natural sources of emotion must be
explored, and the process by which emotions are turned from mime into movement must be
examined subsequently” (Humphrey and Pollack 112). Humphrey was speaking about
motivation in creating a dance composition when she wrote,
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I devise various exercises by way of setting up simple situations, for which the students
choose the movements. For example: You are very disturbed by some emotional
problem, but after wrestling with it briefly, you make a decision, either to face and
conquer it, or to run away or otherwise conclude it. This little study has, in microscopic
size, a great deal to teach the young student. In the first place, how will he (the student)
indicate emotional disturbance? To understand this is a small assignment is to have a
guide toward similar problems forever. Deeply felt emotion always begins in the middle
body, where the heart, the lungs and the viscera respond immediately and first. Other
reactions may follow very swiftly, so as to seem simultaneous. (112)
The end goal of this study was to have students create short dance compositions in
response to emotional scenarios presented by the researcher. To do this, the students then
participated in improvisational exercises, discussions and journal writing, over an eight-week
period. At the end of the study, students re-visited their short dance compositions inspired by the
work they did throughout the eight-week study. This means the process of reflection was used to
help the students understand the connection between movement creation and emotional
expression. In their article, From Improvisation to Choreography: The Critical Bridge, Larry
Lavender and Jennifer Predock-Linnell stated that:
Reflective writing assignments stimulate deeper knowledge and understanding on the part
of the students about what it is they are doing in class. By writing reflectively about their
work students discover how their feelings, intuition, taste preferences, and rational mind
are not really at odds with each other, but rather, form a multi-dimensional complex of
attributes all of which are necessary for art making. (206)
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Significance of Study
Students respond differently to tasks put in front of them and learn from their experiences
inside and outside the classroom. Engaging dance students in more mindful movement
exploration, enables them to be more conscious of their own thoughts, emotions, and feelings. In
the article, “Mindful Learning: Why Attention Matters in Education,” author Craig Hassed
noted, “Mindfulness is a generic skill with a wide range of applications relevant to education.
These include fostering mental health; improving communication, empathy, and emotional
development, improving physical health; and enhancing learning and performance” (1).
It is the role of the dance educator to support each student in their personal exploration of
movement choices, guiding them into identifying who they are as individuals. Movement
exploration is one way in which students may find their own artistic voice. Using mindful
exploration will guide students, and their teachers, in finding more substance, as they participate
in lessons, in which they are engaged. Hassed also stated,
Mindfulness is a teachable generic skill with a very wide range of applications, many of
which are relevant to education and adolescent mental health. Mindfulness is just as
important for counselors, teachers, and parents as it is for students and children. In order
to successfully teach and integrate mindfulness, it needs to be relevant to students, and
counselors, teachers, and parents need to model it before formally teaching it. In the
future, mindfulness will be seen as a core life skill underpinning education and childhood
development. (8-9)
By using movement exploration, improvisational exercises, and reflective writing
prompts, dance students engaged in a deeper investigation of movement choices. All these tools
are to help support the students in finding their own artistic voice. The role of a dancer is to
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interpret an idea or tell a story, created by the choreographer, through movement. The role of the
choreographer is to tell a story, create a mood, or to share an idea, through the movement that
they have set on their dancers. The choreographer and the dancer(s) work closely together
towards developing a concrete interpretation of the idea that is to be presented to their audience.
All the tools used in supporting movement exploration, also aid in the development of students’
self-esteem and confidence. In Sandra Cenry Minton’s article, “Assessment of High School
Dance Students’ Self Esteem,” she noted that the “development of self-esteem is intricately
entwined in the development of the person” (3). She also wrote:
… self-esteem is one piece of the puzzle that makes up the relationship between human
self-knowledge, human learning, and the activity of dancing. … Much work has been
done but many paths need to be explored if dance is to be recognized for the full range of
contributions it could make to the development and education of young people. (72)
This study was developed to answer three essential questions:
Q1

How does improvisation and movement exploration aid students in finding their
own artistic voice?

Q2

What did the participants learn about the processes of improvisation and
movement exploration through their reflective journal writing?

Q3

Do the participants feel a sense of accomplishment at the end of the study?

Summary
This chapter presented the purpose of the study, which was to explore how dance
students will use movement exploration, improvisational experience and reflective writing in the
creation of personal movement choices and development of the artistic voice. Through the use of
these tools the researcher noted that a more mindful approach to movement exploration would
engage students in a deeper investigation of movement choices. The process of reflection is also
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significant in helping the students to understand the connection between movement creation and
emotional expression.
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CHAPTER II
LITERATURE REVIEW
What is Improvisation?
Improvisation, which has been defined as spontaneous, unplanned movement, is an
activity which encourages dancers to be in the moment. Dancers move to express themselves and
through this genre new movement possibilities may arise. Students in improvisation classes may
be guided with the use of prompts offering a basic structure for how they may move through
space and shape the body, while also playing with time and effort qualities. Structured
improvisational exercises give students a catalyst for how they can react or respond in the
moment. Exploring dance elements supports the dancers in their search for finding different
movements and helps them be creative within their own dance making. In her article, Teaching
Dance Improvisation Creativity, Linda Chaplin explained,
Through improvisation, dancers can explore and expand their creativity. Dance
improvisation fuses creation with execution, the dancer simultaneously originates and
performs movement without preplanning. It is thus creative movement of the moment.
Creativity’s starting point is a sense of wonder, of readiness for discovery. It demands
time, concentration, hard work, dedication, awareness, and a commitment to the
movement, facing each problem anew, without preconceptions. (42)
The idea of being spontaneous in the moment is something that all people have experienced
growing up. May it be skipping around the playground, playing freeze dance at a birthday party,
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or just dancing in the backyard, children move freely, without preconceptions. There is no
judgement, there is just freedom in simply moving. In The Intimate Act of Choreography, Lynn
Ann Blom and L. Tarin Chaplin stated that “…improvisation is a way of tapping the stream of
the subconscious without intellectual censorship, allowing spontaneous and simultaneous
exploring, creating, and performing. Improvisation emerges as an inner-directed movement
response to an image, an idea, or a sensory stimulus.” (6)
In an essay by David Gere, in his book, Taken by Surprise, A Dance Improvisation
Reader, co-authored with Ann Cooper Albright, Gere wrote, “… improvisation is by its very
nature among the most rigorous of human endeavors, and that even those who subscribe to
improvisation as a preverbal, protomagical activity must admit that is requires the resources both
of body and of mind” (Cooper Albright and Gere xiv). Gere continued,
For it is while improvising that the body’s intelligence manifests itself most ineluctably,
and that the fast-moving, agile mind becomes a necessity. The body thinks. The mind
dances. Thought and movement, words, and momentum, spiral about one
another…improvisation, rather than being swathed in mystery, is in fact susceptible to
careful articulation. (xiv)
When choreographing a dance, one searches for movement to articulate and present an
idea or thought clearly, thus giving voice to an emotion, or feeling. Through improvisation
students can explore and discover their own movements which allows for a more personal
connection to ideas that may be presented. Thinking “outside the box” is a metaphor that means
to think differently, unconventionally, or from a new perspective. Dance students who partake in
improvisation classes, and/or composition classes, are usually encouraged to be more curious in
the way in which they participate. Improvisational exercises guide students into a more personal
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exploration of movement, which may be inspired through the teacher’s directive prompts. These
movement investigations allow the students to engage in more mindful, creative thinking. Gere
stated, “The necessary partner of curiosity, of course, is surprise. A curious frame of mind makes
it possible for improvisers of all stripes to be surprised at what emerges from within themselves,
from the material of the cogitating body. The same is true for those who watch.” (xx)
Differences between Improvisation
and Movement Exploration
Dancers explore movement for the purpose of self-discovery and investigation through
their bodies, and the range or degree of motion possible. The exploration process is simpler and
not as in-depth as improvisation. In Minton’s choreography book, Choreography: A Basic
Approach Using Improvisation, she compared the two processes. She wrote,
One way to develop competence in dance improvisation is to begin with movement
exploration. Exploration and improvisation are both spontaneous processes in which the
movements that come forth are unplanned. The exploration process is guided largely by
suggestions that produce fairly brief movements, whereas improvisation is a much longer
and involved process. Explorations are usually guided closely by a teacher’s or dancer’s
more superficial motivations, or stimuli, such as a brief spoken suggestions to initiate
movement. Improvisation begins with an inspiration, but it continues because the person
who is creating is stimulated by more personal internal cues. (18)
Through guided movement exploration and improvisation dancers’ work becomes more
personal than the movements experienced in a technique class. While engaged in these
processes, dancers are encouraged to investigate movement and take notice of how their bodies
might respond to words or images. On certain occasions, the individual pursuing the movement
investigation might have a natural inclination in how to respond to prompts given. Interestingly,
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movement exploration and improvisation tend to be personal journeys of reaction and reflection.
Encountering different experiences will empower everyone in the development and creation of
movement. Once again, Minton commented,
In exploration, the mover carefully observes the inspiration or motivation, whether it is
presented in the form of words that can trigger actions or of suggestions to move a part of
the body. In some instances, the person performing the exploration may even have a
feeling response to the motivation. In contrast, improvisation is a deeper and more
personal process in which observing and responding are followed by remembering or
imagining that enables the creative-movement process to continue longer and become a
more personal experience. (19)
The purpose of spontaneous creation and investigation is to prompt new developmental
opportunities for dancers. With exploration there can be a specific idea or theme to help guide
the dancers with how they respond. By limiting the focus, the dance educator can guide the
dancers into developing more detailed movements in later experiences. With improvisation there
can be further opportunities for dancers to move more freely, with more investigation into their
personal movement choices. Both movement exploration and improvisation are tools for the
practice of moving, opening the door to new possibilities, providing the groundwork for each
dancer in their journey towards finding their own creative voice.
In her book, Composing While Dancing: An Improviser’s Companion, Melinda
Buckwalter shared a portion of her phone interview with Anna Halprin, an American
choreographer and dancer who helped redefine dance in postwar America and pioneer the
experimental art form known as postmodern dance. Referring to herself as a breaker of modern
dance rules, Halprin was also an early proponent of improvisation as performance in
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contemporary Western concert dance. Buckwalter described her phone interview with Halprin in
the following way,
Halprin distinguished between the terms “improvisation” and “exploration.” She uses
exploration to describe a closed score study developed around a theme. By limiting the
focus, an exploration generates movement in a specific range, potentially leading to a
new movement experience. An example of an exploration is initiating a spiral from the
ankle. Here, the mind focuses the body on the physical task. The body is imprinted by the
work of the specific exploration. Once the explorative study has been exhausted, Halprin
uses an open score improvisation to allow the body to play, leading the mind where it
might not think to go and creating the opportunity for leaps in learning through the
body’s physical intuition. The explorations create criteria for practice, providing a base,
the groundwork in the improvisation for the intuition to spring from. (35-36)
Improvisation as a Tool for
Choreography
Many choreographers use improvisation with their dancers to stimulate the creation of
new work. In her article, “Improvisation in Process: “Post-Control” Choreography,” Annie
Kloppenberg wrote,
In choreographic practice, improvisation has since become a tool used to unearth a
particular kind of vitality. It generates movement that embodies the value of spontaneity
and that retains its physical quality in performance. Investigating movement through
improvisation, choreographers craft works that embrace imperfection and reclassify the
imperfect as the desirable by choosing how--and simply to--present it. (188)
The idea of freely creating and being “in the moment” can be scary for some dancers but this can
also be comforting. Through improvisation dancers may embrace imperfections and use those
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trial by error experiments to help them find more of who they are and who they want to become.
Dancers move because they find pleasure in the experience and it is the goal of every dancer to
move their audiences, stirring emotion, creating an environment of wonder and excitement, that
is dance.
Kathryn Boland, of Dance Informa Magazine, interviewed choreographers on the role of
improvisation in their creative process and how they nurture and support their dancers through
that work. In her interview, Sheena Annalise, founder and artistic director of Arch Contemporary
Ballet in New York, New York indicated, “All of my choreography stems from improvisation
really. I don’t come into a rehearsal having planned the movement. Sometimes I have a flow or
outline, but the actual phrasework more or less just comes out in a trial-and-error process.” In a
second interview for the same article, Stephanie Pizzo, artistic director and former company
member of Eisenhower Dance in Detroit, Michigan shared, “Improvisation is important in my
choreographic process, as spontaneity can shift the frame of the work; the environment and its
surroundings can create new unforeseen pathways. The most gratifying aspect of improvisation
is that it has no limits!” (danceinforma.com)
There are moments of magic in dance studios when new movement is being created, may
it be through exploration, improvisation or during the process of dance making. Choreographers
want to tell stories through their movement and their dancers help share their stories. The more
personal the movement exploration, the more real the story. Dance makers strive to be different,
creating signature work that best represents who they are as artists. In the dance studio there is
investigation, organization, reflection, and revisiting. There is work that is thrown out and there
is work that is further developed. Choreographers work diligently with their dancers throughout
all creative processes, engaging them in deeper connections to personal movement exploration.
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Daniel Nagrin was an American modern dancer, choreographer, and author. In his book,
Choreography and the Specific Image, he shared his thoughts on using improvisation throughout
this choreographic process,
It should be evident that I regard improvisation as a vital tool. In my own way of
working, it is the first physical step in constructing a dance. Almost always, there is an
initial mental process of reflection, conjecture and imagination that draws me to the idea.
When I arrive in the studio, I do not come with any visualized sequences of dance. I find
all of that in the space. First, there is the warmup to ready the instrument. Sometimes I
finish the warmup with a free-flowing improvisation to music that is quite irrelevant to
what I have in mind. I am, as it were, circling the idea. (56)
In dance, the body is the instrument, which requires constant care and fine-tuning. Dancers use
their bodies to engage in various shapes through space, playing with time and rhythm. This helps
the choreographer to portray ideas and concepts as a part of their storytelling.
The Artistic Voice/The Creative
Voice
Artists create and all artists want to be heard. There is creativity in everyone, even if one
does not believe it is present. From birth, there is exploration, investigation, and determination.
As humans, by design, we process all that we encounter, and learn from each experience.
Through dance, the search for one’s artistic voice promotes self-growth, self-worth, and
confidence.
For Dance Magazine, Julie Diana wrote, “It’s easy to overlook the vital practice of
helping dancers develop their creative voices, when so much of dance training tends to focus on
technique and repertory. But teachers can introduce the art of making dances in age-appropriate
ways, giving students the tools that they need to choreograph and the confidence to do it.”
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(dance-teacher.com) Dance educators can guide students towards becoming the best that they
can be, supporting all attempts towards success. There will be ups and downs, failures, and
triumphs, all throughout the development of the creative process. Through it all, there should
always be support and encouragement in the classroom, in a form which is the most beneficial to
students and teachers alike.
In her thesis titled, kNOw: BODY’S: The Effects of Communication in Dance Pedagogy
on Artistic Voice and Personal Identity, Krystal Matsuyama-Tsai, explained, “Through this
research, I have discovered the value in shifting my focus from a fixed mindset of “success” to a
growth mindset of “learning.” In this spirit, what I have learned is that the process of
“discovering your voice” takes time, is constantly shifting, and is never really finished. And
while the process may not be perfect, that’s okay.” (61)
Discovering one’s artistic voice is an ongoing process that in enriched by every single exercise
and experience. Dance educators and their students develop strategies throughout this process
that allow for engagement of positive interactions which nurture one’s artistic growth.
Journal/Writing Prompts to Aid in
the Creative Process
Writing is very common for students and can be utilized to support their personal growth
as artists. There are connections between writing and dance because both need to be descriptive,
using and exploring images in the support and understanding of the material presented. Sally
Doughty, author of the article, “Improvisation: What Do I Do and Why Do I Do It?,” commented
about her research project investigating her students’ development of critical thinking and
reflective skills throughout their practice of improvisation. She encouraged her students to
verbally report on what they were doing at any moment whilst improvising. Like journal writing,
this allowed the students to reflect and develop a greater self-awareness in their practice.
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Through the process of journal writing and reflection, students can personally identify how they
understand tasks at hand, then interpret those tasks and respond with movement exploration.
Doughty spoke of the creative process she uses with her students by saying,
It aims to encourage students to develop greater self-awareness in their practice, allowing
them to make more informed choices about their spontaneous creative decision-making
processes when improvising in order to identify habitual movement patterns and develop
their movement vocabulary. (3)
Writing and dancing are so similar, as they can each express ideas and share stories,
engaging readers, and audiences to identify with the work presented, leading to the identification
of theme, plot and/or character development. Storytelling on paper, on stage, or in the classroom,
builds a connection between the storyteller and those reading, listening, and watching. As a
result, a community comes together to celebrate the creation of ideas and thoughts of the artist.
Writing and dance both have structure, where the thoughts and ideas are put together to create
images which then relate messages. Most recently, in dance education, there is more focus on the
use of reflective writing throughout the choreographic process. Minton described the importance
of writing in her book, “Writing can be an important part of learning to choreograph because it
causes you to reflect, encouraging greater perspective and clarity of thought than simply
engaging in an impromptu discussion.” (ix)
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY
The purpose of this study was to explore how dance students will use improvisational
experiences and reflective writing in the creation of movement exploration and development of
the artistic voice. This study also focused on helping students feel more comfortable and
confident when creating their own work and for them to become more invested in the creative
choices that they make--all of this as it relates to dance and beyond.
Q1

How does improvisation and movement exploration aid students in finding their
own artistic voice?

Q2

What did the participants learn about the processes of improvisation and
movement exploration through their reflective journal writing?

Q3

Do the participants feel a sense of accomplishment at the end of the study?

This chapter will describe the methodology used while designing and conducting this
study, as well as details of how the data were collected and analyzed. The researcher used preand post-surveys to engage the subjects, asking opinions, perceptions and attitudes about the
subject matter presented. The answers to yes or no questions or multiple-choice questions were
analyzed quantitatively, while answers to open-ended questions were analyzed qualitatively
identifying emerging themes. This chapter will also provide insight into the specific instruments
used to collect data.
Preparation for the Study
Prior to conducting the study, the researcher received approval from the Institutional
Review Board (IRB) at the University of Northern Colorado. A formal narrative was submitted
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to support the study which included a brief description of the purpose, methods used for data
analysis and the risks and benefits. The participant consent forms, pre- and post-surveys, journal
prompts, and lesson plans were also submitted for review. The IRB approval can be viewed in
Appendix A.
In addition to approval from the IRB, the researcher also received permission from the
principal of the school where the research was conducted. The researcher had detailed
conversations, with the principal and the coordinator of the dance program, of how the research
would be conducted and which students would be the participants. The researcher created an
improvisation class specifically for this study. The eight-week class met two days per week at
fifty minutes per class. This approval can be viewed in Appendix B.
Research Site and Classroom Setting
This study was conducted at a vocational & technical high school in New Jersey. The
mission of the school is “Preparing you for college, career or both.” There are 18 programs
offered at the school with an emphasis in Career & Technical Education, helping students to
prepare for 21st century jobs. This school is a fully accredited, four-year high school that accepts
students from all school districts of the county and applications are also accepted for out of
county students. Once accepted students are on a full or shared-time basis for challenging
programs that combine training in occupational and academic skills. At the time of this study, the
total school population consists of 364 students. The student diversity percentages are displayed
in Figure 1 below.
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Figure 1. Percentages of Diversity/Ethnic Background of the School Population

Research Participants
The Gifted and Talented Honors Dance Program, at this school, celebrates thirty five
years of dance instruction, offering students professional preparation for careers in the field on
Dance. Students audition for this four-year program and if accepted engage in a dance
curriculum which is in comparison to a Bachelor of Fine Arts collegiate program. The average
student enrollment for the dance program ranges from 25-40 students per year. Students are
assessed and placed into levels according to their technical skill set. There are three levels of
dance training: Level One/Beginner, Level Two/Intermediate, and Level Three/Advanced. At the
time of this research study the total school population consisted of 364 students, so about 8% of
the students at the high school were directly involved with dance during the school year.
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The class designed for this research project consisted of eight, Level Two students. All
participants ranged from 15-17 years old and were representative of grades 10 and 11. A
breakdown of the student diversity of participants in this study can be found in Figure 2 below.

Figure 2. Percentages of Participant Diversity/Ethnic Background

The researcher issued consent forms prior to the start of the research. A standard consent
form was issued to the parents/guardians of the participants, along with a student assent form for
participants 14-17 years of age. The researcher communicated the risks and benefits of the study,
the voluntary nature of participation in the study and the expectations from the subject if they
agreed to participate in the study. A consent form was also created for participants 18 years of
age but did not have to be utilized due to that all participants were under the age of 18. Sample
copies of the three different consent forms can be found in Appendix C.
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Research Instruments Used in
the Study
Students who participated in this study were enrolled in an Improvisation class that was
designed specifically for the study. Students and parents were advised that the data collected
from the study was voluntary. All activities of the class including surveys, journal entries, and
improvisational exercises were to be completed by everyone in the class. The data that supported
the study was collected from the students who volunteered to be part. Nine students were
originally enrolled in this class and all nine volunteered to be part of the research. Unfortunately,
one student had a dance related injury, which happened outside of this study, and needed to drop
all dance classes. This student did participate in the pre-survey. Therefore, the researcher’s data
showed nine participants in the pre-survey and concluded with eight participants in the postsurvey.
Various research instruments were used to collect data in the study. The instruments used
were pre- and post-surveys and bi-weekly journal prompts throughout the study. Class
discussions prompted, by the researcher, were also beneficial to the study. The participants
would engage in conversations about their personal experiences of the subject matter presented.
Another research tool used was to digitally record the activities in which the participants
engaged. The recordings supported the researcher’s notes and were also viewed by the
participants, so they were able to observe their own progression throughout the project. Copies of
the research instruments (pre- and post-survey surveys and bi-weekly journal prompts) can be
found in Appendix D.
Pre- and Post-Surveys
Students were given an electronic pre-survey prior to participating in any lesson material
of the research study. At the end of the study, students were also provided with an electronic
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post-survey with questions pertaining to the weekly lessons in which the students participated
throughout the study. All participants were given a number as a code to be used in both pre- and
post-surveys.
Pre- and post-surveys were used to engage the students, asking their opinions,
perceptions and attitudes about the subject matter presented. Comparing the surveys allowed the
researcher to see differences in the student’s responses from the beginning to the end of the
study. The answers to yes or no questions or multiple-choice questions were analyzed
quantitatively. The answers to open-ended questions were answered qualitatively to identify
emerging themes.
Journal Prompts
Throughout the study, journal prompts were given to the participants and were completed
bi-weekly, inside, and outside of the class. The researcher gave each student a journal for in class
reflective writing activities. Class discussions followed these activities which aided participants
through the creative process throughout the study. Additional assignments were posted in the
Google Classroom that was created for this class and students had homework assignments that
were submitted through that platform. Specific journal prompts were given to support the
students with their reflective writing about their in-class experiences with movement exploration,
improvisation and dance making. The researcher read the journal responses each week to help
aid the students through more reflective exploration of movement. Participants’ journal
responses were used to collect qualitative data.
Designing the Improvisation Class
The researcher created the improvisation class specifically for this research project. Each
week consisted of different lessons supporting the idea that movement exploration and
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improvisation aid dance students to find more meaning and fulfillment in their dancing and their
dance making. During the first class of the study students were given 3 scenarios which they
would then explore through movement. The three scenarios were: (1) a time of loss, (2) a
confrontational situation, and (3) a joyous occasion/celebration. Prior to each movement study,
the researcher would state the scenario and then discuss with the students’ situations that may
relate to each scenario. The students also offered their own perceptions and ideas of the scenarios
presented. This then led to a movement exploration of each scenario. After each exploration the
researcher then asked the students to write down ten words that related to their movement
experience. After reflecting on their own words, they were then asked to circle five words for the
list that stood out to them the most. The researcher explained that the words written should
reflect their own feelings and how or if they used the exploration of weight, space, and timing.
During the second class of the study students revisited their words and movement explorations.
The researcher then showed images for the students to view that depicted each scenario. After a
class discussion about the images and scenarios the students were asked which scenario they
would choose to guide them in creating a short choreographic study. The lessons to follow were
created to enhance the students’ understanding of how the exploration of shape, weight, space,
and time are beneficial tools in dance making. Table 1 outlines a brief description of the lesson
planning for this study.
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Table 1
Outline of Lesson Planning for Study--Improvisation Class
Week

Summary of Activities

Prior to Week 1

•

Pre-survey, introduction to study

Week 1

•

Exploration of three scenarios through movement exploration
and improvisation

Week 2

•
•

Creating 64 count phrase based on scenario
Exploring Shape

Week 3

•

Exploring Weight

Week 4

•

Exploring Space

Week 5

•

Exploring Time

Week 6 & 7

•

Revisiting 64 count phrase and revise

Week 8

•
•

Performance of 64 count phrases
Post-survey

Data Analysis
The researcher used both quantitative and qualitative methods to analyze the data from
this study. The quantitative data were collected through pre- and post-survey responses. The
qualitative data were collected through the students’ reflective writing assignments, journaling in
class and out of class, and open-ended responses from the pre-and post-surveys.
Quantitative Analysis
To understand the subjects’ knowledge of movement exploration and improvisation, the
researcher compared the responses of the participants. Pre- and post-surveys had some similar
questions, and the researcher compared these responses to identify if there was a clearer
understanding of the subject matter presented and overall improvements regarding confidence in
movement choices. Responses to the surveys were recorded electronically.
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Qualitative Analysis
Qualitative analysis was based on written responses to open-ended questions in the
pre- and post-surveys and in class and out of class journal entries. Responses were recorded
electronically in writing for at home journal assignments and open-ended questions from the preand post-surveys. The subjects also participated in hand-written journal assignments during inclass lessons.
The responses from the open-ended questions in both surveys were analyzed and
compared, which helped the researcher identify any themes that indicated changes in
participants’ understanding of the subject matter presented. The responses from the journal
entries were compared to find common themes amongst the participants, as well as similarities in
ideas and feelings about subject matter and personal journeys in finding the artistic voice.
Summary
The quantitative and qualitative data were used as support by the researcher to address
the research questions at the end of the study. The following chapter will go over a more
thorough study of both the quantitative and qualitative data.
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CHAPTER IV
DISCUSSION
The purpose of this study was to explore how dance students will use improvisational
experiences and reflective writing in the creation of movement exploration and development of
the artistic voice. This study also focused on helping students feel more comfortable and
confident when creating their own work and for them to become more invested in the creative
choices that they make--all of this as it relates to dance and beyond. The quantitative and
qualitative data from this study provided the researcher with insight in how movement
exploration and improvisation exercises aid dance students to find more meaning and fulfillment
in their dancing and their dance making. This chapter is organized by two types of data
collection used: pre- and post-surveys and student responses to journal prompts. Students were
assigned a number code to protect for confidentiality. Throughout this chapter when referencing
specific participants, they will be addressed as “student,” followed by their designated number
code.
Pre- and Post-Surveys
The researcher administered a pre-survey to all participants prior to the first day of the
study to engage the students, asking opinions, perceptions and attitudes about movement
exploration, improvisation and dance making. On the last day of the study the researcher
administered a post-survey to the students with questions that asked about their experiences
throughout the study. Two questions were asked on both pre- and post-surveys which allowed
the researcher to compare the answers. Both surveys consisted of twenty-two questions.
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Discussed throughout this chapter are the quantitative and qualitative analyses of student
responses relating to their knowledge of the subject matter presented and their personal
perspective of how they felt before, during, and after the study.
Quantitative Analysis
The researcher created bar graphs and pie charts to support the findings in multiple
choice questions of the pre- and post-surveys. Figure 3 below displays student responses to
question 4 of the pre-survey, which asked students if they have a positive or negative attitude
about creating movement and dances.

Extrmely Negative

0

Somewhat Negative

0

Somewhat Positive

0

Neither Postive or
Negative

0
3

Somewhat Positive

6

Extremely Positive
0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Figure 3. Student Responses When Asked Do They Have a Positive or Negative Attitude About
Creating Movement and Dances

On the pre-survey, three students answered that they were somewhat positive, and six
students answered that they were extremely positive with their attitude about creating movement
and dance. Zero students answered that there was a negative attitude about the subject.
Figure 4 below displays student responses to question 5 on the pre-survey, which asked
students if they thought that creating a dance was difficult or easy. 78% of the students answered
that it was difficult to create a dance while 22% of the students answered that it was easy.
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Easy

Difficult

2 Students 22%

7 Students 78%

Figure 4. Student Responses When Asked Do They Think Creating a Dance is Easy or Difficult

Figure 5 below displays student responses on both the pre- and post-survey, asking if
they like to create their own dances. On the pre-survey, question 8, out of nine students, all nine
answered “yes” that they liked to create their own dances. On the post-survey, question 4, out of
eight students, seven answered “yes” and one student answered “somewhat.” Comparing the preand post-survey, one student shifted from “yes” to “somewhat” when asked if they liked to create
their own dances.
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Figure 5. Pre-Survey vs. Post-Survey Student Responses When Asked If They Like to Create
Their Own Dances

Figure 6 below was a question on both the pre- and post-survey, which asked students if
they feel confident when making their own movement choices. On the pre-survey, question 10,
out of nine students, three responded “yes,” five responded “maybe,” and one student responded
“no” to feeling confident when making their own movement choices. On the post-survey,
question 5, out of eight students, two responded “yes,” five responded “somewhat,” and one
responded “no” to feeling confident when making their own movement choices.
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Figure 6. Pre-Survey vs. Post-Survey Student Responses When Asked Do You Feel Confident
When Making Your Own Movement Choices
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Figure 7 below illustrates the percentages of which scenarios the students chose from
three options being (1) a time of loss, (2) a confrontational situation, (3) a joyous
occasion/celebration. The students chose a scenario to guide them in creating their short, 64count, choreographic study, also referred to as their composition. In the post-survey, question 1,
out of eight students, 62% of the class chose the scenario, a time of loss, 38% of the class chose
the scenario, a confrontational situation and zero students chose the scenario, a joyous
occasion/celebration.

A Time of Loss

A Confrontational Situation

A Joyous Occasion/Celebration

A Joyous
Occasion/Celebration
0%…

A Confrontational
Situation
38%
A Time of Loss
3 students
62%
5 students

Figure 7. Percentages of Which Scenarios the Students Chose to Create Their 64 Count Phrase

Figure 8 below displays student responses to question 6 of the post-survey. Students were
asked how they would evaluate the process in creating their dance compositions. Three students
found the process “somewhat easy”; three students found the process “somewhat difficult”; one
student found the process “somewhat challenging,” and one student found the process “difficult.”
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Figure 8. Student Responses When Asked in Creating Your Dance Composition You Found That
Process

Figure 9 below compares the student’s pre-and post-survey responses to the question
which asked if it was easy or difficult to create a dance. Changes were found in answers after the
students went through the process of creating their own dance compositions for the study.

Challenging
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Easy

Easy
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Easy
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Difficult
37%

38%
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Somewhat Difficult
Challenging

78%

…
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Figure 9. Comparision of Pre- and Post-Survey Responses Questioning if Creating a Dance was
Easy of Difficult
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In question 5 of the pre-survey, it was simply asked if creating a dance was easy or
difficult. As previously seen in Figure 4, 78% of students responded “easy,” and 22% of students
responded “difficult.” At the end of the study, there was a shift in student perspective after going
through the process of creating their own dance compositions.
Figure 10 below illustrates student responses to question 8, which asked students if they
felt that they adequately portrayed their scenario through their movement. On the post-survey,
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0

0

3
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five students answered “yes,” and three students answered “no.”

SOMEWHAT

NOT SURE

Figure 10. Student Response When Asked Do You Feel That You Adequately Portrayed Your
Scenario Through Your Movement

Figure 11 below displays the percentages of student responses to question 9, which asked
students if they felt confident in their movement choices. On the post-survey, 62% of students
answered “yes,” they felt confident, while 38% of students answered they were “somewhat”
confident in their movement choices.

33

Yes

No

Somewhat

Not Sure

0%

38%

62%
0%

Figure 11. Student Response When Asked Do You Feel Confident in Your Movement Choices

Qualitative Analysis
The qualitative analysis was based on written responses to open-ended questions in the
pre- and post-surveys and in-class and out of class journal entries. The researcher asked various
questions to gain a better understanding of how knowledgeable the students were of the subject
matter presented and how they felt about their own personal movement explorations during the
study. By comparing these student responses, the researcher was also able to identify emerging
themes throughout the responses. The two open-ended questions below are from the pre- and
post-surveys.
Open-Ended Question 12
Question 12, on the pre-survey, asked students who responded “yes” to question 11 to
elaborate their answer. Question 11 asked students if they thought they could discover anything
about themselves as part of the choreographic process. Eight out of eight students responded
“yes” to this question and explained their answer further in their response to question 12. The
main theme present in student responses were that they wanted to discover more than just new
dance moves as part of the choreographic process. Student 2 shared, “I think I tend to discover
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things about myself as a dancer when choreographing because I create movement that reflects
my strengths and how I want to portray myself.” Student 4 said, “When you use emotions to help
create a piece of dance, you can see your emotions deeper when they are physically displayed
versus just a thought in your head. Being one with your emotions and thoughts becomes easier
when you are able to express them through movements and gestures.” Student 1 shared, “I feel
like when you choreograph, I personally try to go out of my comfort zone. I think this can help
me grow as a dancer.” Out of eight responses, these three answers best represent a more detailed
explanation of how the students feel that choreography can guide them in discovering more
about themselves, inside and outside of the dance studio.
Open-Ended Question 10
Question 10, on the post-survey, asked the students what they discovered about
themselves when creating an emotionally charged dance. There was a consistent theme
throughout the student responses. The discovery that using the dance elements of shape, weight,
space, and time aided the dancers with exploring and finding more in their own personal
movement. Student 6 said, “I need to play more with weight, as well as time and space. My
movements can use more breath.” Student 8 stated, “Improving in class helped me expand on
using weight, space and time which later helped me make my study mean something more.”
The researcher noted that one student shared a more detailed observation about what was
discovered during this study. Student 3 shared:
I underestimated how much the use of weight can really change the look of the dance.
After I watched my first version of my study, I realized that it looked very flat and
besides the gestures, it did not really portray the scenario I chose. I realized that I had to
go through all of the movements in my study and ask myself why I was doing them, and
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that really helped give my study more meaning. I discovered that using the dance
elements and giving the movements more meaning can really bring my dancing to the
next level.
Another theme present, and very important to this study, was that the students felt they
were more observant with how they created movement. The researcher found the following
responses supportive to the goal of the study, that dance students would benefit from
improvisational experiences, engaging them in more mindful movement exploration. Student 4
said, “I discovered the movement that feels comfortable in my body while also breaking new
boundaries with my movement…by bringing a real story to this movement, I was able to dive
deeper into my study.” Student 5 shared:
I was able to reach into my own life and put that into my work. I think that having my
own experience with loss made the process easier because I know what it’s like to lose
yourself. I love when the meaning behind my movement actually means something and
it’s not just steps. There was meaning to everything, and that’s why I love doing this so
much.
Student 8 expressed, “My choreography wasn’t stopping me from expressing my emotions, but
rather the way I danced it.” Student 1 said, “One of my biggest things I realized is that I tend to
doubt myself in my movement choices.” Student 6 shared, “After I reflected on a time where I
felt the feeling of loss, movements came easier. It felt more as if I was telling a story rather than
finding movement that go together.” Student 2 expressed:
I felt like my choreography was coming from the ways that I like to move rather than the
emotion behind my scenario. My original solo was choppy and didn’t convey my story
the way I wanted it to. I felt I had to dig a lot deeper when revising it and think much
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more about my story, the intent behind everything, and the development of the motion
and symbolism throughout. I wish I had been able to revise it more but I’m still happy
with the progress I made I discovered that it takes so much more thought and exploring to
really convey the emotion.
Student 7 reflected about responding to the scenario, a time of loss:
When I first chose time of loss as my topic, I wasn’t relating it to my life. As we started
the process and added different elements, I found so many ways I could incorporate my
feelings into it. This process was different for me and helped me relax. I’ve never really
expressed how I felt after losing people so close to me, so it was nice to let that out.
Summary of Pre- and Post-Survey Data Analysis
The quantitative and qualitative data from the pre- and post-surveys allowed the researcher
to gain insight of the students understanding and use of the dance elements, shape, weight, space,
and time. Identifying areas of growth in student confidence when improvising and creating
movement was also acknowledged. The researcher was also able to identify emerging themes.
Journal Responses
At the end of each week of the study, for homework outside of the classroom, students
were given journal prompts to expand upon the lessons throughout the study. Journal writing was
also part of the in-class experience where class discussions followed. Mindful reflection was a
major part of this study, and these findings are discussed below and organized by the week they
were asked in the study.
Week 1
During week 1 students explored three emotionally charges scenarios: (1) a time of loss,
(2) a confrontational situation, and (3) a joyous occasion/celebration, through movement
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exploration and improvisational exercises. After each movement exercise students were asked to
write ten words that related to their experience. They then were asked to circle five words from
their list that stood out to them the most. The students shared their final five words with the class.
Week 1 journal prompt C asked students, “Were you comfortable improvising or not, explain.
Answer this question for all three of your improvisation experiences.” By introducing the three
scenarios to students, and then having them explore each scenario through movement, the
researcher gained insight into each student’s exploration and identified common themes
throughout the responses. The researcher noted that most of the students were comfortable
improvising, yet some were uncomfortable, or had a more difficult time with improvising to a
specific scenario. Student 1 shared:
I felt very comfortable improving. I enjoy improving so nothing about it made me
uncomfortable. I felt the most comfortable with the first two scenarios mainly because I
connected to them more. I also connect to being joyous, but I had moments where I just
didn’t know what to do next or I would get stuck.
Student 2 beautifully wrote:
I was relatively comfortable improvising for all three situations. I think I started off a
little more timid and explored the space and my movement more as it went on. I also
noticed the things I kept repeating or the body parts I kept using and tried to explore other
ways of moving. For loss, I was probably the most uncomfortable because while I have
experienced loss, it’s something I have trouble processing and accepting. For
confrontation and a joyous occasion, those are two things I find myself more familiar
with and this made it more comfortable.
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Student 7 shared thoughts that were more about the movement rather than the emotional
connection:
I felt more comfortable improvising to scenarios about a time of loss and joyous occasion
because I used a lot of movements I was familiar and comfortable with. I did not feel as
comfortable improvising to a confrontation situation because it forced me to be more
bold with my movements which I am not very used to. In all three situations I would find
myself repeating a few of the same movements because I would get stuck trying to come
up with new ideas for movements.
Student 4 expressed her thoughts with honesty:
I usually do not feel comfortable when I improvise because I think my choices for
movement are lame. I don’t know why I think that, but I always have, and I get nervous
with improv. Having the scenarios is helpful because any move you do can be somewhat
related to the scenarios if you have that intention and it’s more about you expressing the
story and not who can do the coolest improv.
Week 2
During week 2 students explored shape and had to choose one of the 3 scenarios to be the
catalyst for their personal movement study. During class the researcher showed pictures
depicting each scenario which helped guide the students to use imagery when creating
movement. Week 2 journal prompt C questioned students, “Why do you think you chose your
specific scenario?” It was apparent to the researcher that every student wrote in their journals
that they chose their scenario because they could relate to it in one way or another.
Students who chose the scenario a time of loss shared personal thoughts. Student 1
shared, “I have experienced many losses in my family especially during the spike of Covid, one
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of them being my uncle. I was really close to him so I felt like I could really relate to the
scenario, because of that. Student 6 wrote, “I remember my feelings when I moved. I remember
the feeling I had while transitioning to a new house, out of the house I lived in all my life.”
Students also mentioned how the images shared by the researcher helped them with their
movement exploration. Student 3 stated, “Looking at the photos I felt more comfortable
choosing time of loss.” Student 7 shared, “What contributed to deciding on this scenario was
when we viewed the images as a class. I was exposed to the hope and recovery aspect of this
scenario, and I wanted to try and create that.”
Student 2, who chose the scenario, a confrontational situation, shared this extremely
personal and honest journal entry:
I chose confrontation because I felt like I could relate to it the most. My interpretation
was confronting an inner conflict and growing from the experience. I thought about this
school year and confronting various mental health struggles combined with a busy
schedule. That is the scenario in the back of my mind when I improv most of the time, so
it felt natural to turn it into a piece of choreography. I also knew I could create a story out
of it; My choreography starts with a struggle and hiding from something, then goes into
gaining confidence and starting to face fears, and finally overcoming them. The thing
about struggling with mental health, specifically something like depression, is that it’s so
difficult to face it. It feels so much easier to give in and allow yourself to sink deeper.
Actively trying to get better takes so much effort and feels impossible. It requires a tough
confrontation with yourself that doesn’t always feel like it will be successful. This is
really why I chose this scenario.
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Week 3
During week 3 students explored weight. Week 3 journal writing was during class, in
between movement exploration assignments with class discussions following. There were no out
of class journal prompt assignments during week 3.
Week 4
During week 4 students explored space. Week 4 journal prompt C asked the students,
“Were there any specific prompts by the teacher that opened you up to exploring more or less
space?” Student 4 shared, “Prompts that change timing and shape push me out of my comfort
zone the most. I usually move curvier and slow, so when I’m told to be angular or fast I notice
the most difference in my improv.” Student 2 reflected about how they tend to move in space:
While improvising with different space terms, I found that I don’t use a lot of back space
and I struggle to intentionally utilize my backspace. Similar to middle levels, it feels
awkward. The improvisation also helped me differentiate between near and far
reaches/movements. Far reaches feel much more natural even though I use a lot of near
movement in my choreography. Thinking of the idea of side space also helped me expand
my movements and step a little out of my comfort zone.
Student 7 shared observations about the discovery of the use or non-use of space:
I felt like I would explore the most space during the towards and away prompts. I would
pick a spot and move towards or away from it which helped me really travel across the
room and use up more space. I felt that I ended up exploring the least amount of space
when exploring the beside and near prompts. Because I was trying to stay really close to
myself, I felt like there was less space to explore and I would get stuck trying to come up
with more movement.
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Week 5
During week 5 students explored time. Week 5 journal prompt B asked, “Is it challenging
for you to move slowly or fast? If it is challenging, why? If it is not challenging, what can you do
to challenge yourself with how you use timing when creating movement?” The theme consistent
will all students is that it was challenging to move fast. Student 6 said, “because I don’t have as
much time to think of where to move next.” Student 3 said, “I feel like I’m thinking too much
about what my next movement is.” Student 2 stated, “because it’s more movement that you have
to think of and less time to think.” Student 7 reflects about the thought process:
Moving fast is very challenging for me. I often tend to overthink things so when I move
slowly it gives me time to think whereas when you move faster in improvisation,
everything just has to happen. I would like to try and move faster more often because I
would like to try and just move without overthinking everything. Because I am shorter in
height people have told me that moving quickly should be easier for me, but I think for
myself personally it is the opposite. I usually like to move my limbs when I improvise,
and I have longer limbs which I feel makes it harder for me to move quickly. In the future
I would like to try to think less while also learning how I can find the shortest pathways
to get from different positions so I can move faster.
Week 6
Week 6 journal prompts guided the students to be more mindful in their answer to the
following two questions. Journal prompt C asked the students, “Reflect on the improvisational
exercises you have experienced and your journal writing. How can these experiences help you to
develop your study (solo)?” All students wrote how the exploration of time, space and shape
helped them to bring more to their movement. Student 1 stated, “I was able to think more than
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just movement and how I can advance that movement.” Student 2 shared, “The improv exercises
helped me to feel the contrast between different elements (light vs. heavy, near vs. far) and how
it feels to truly be moving heavily, slowly, expansively, etc.” Student 3 beautifully stated:
The improvisational exercises have helped me to understand movement. Before when I
improved, I was just moving but there was a lack of thought. Not thinking in the way of
what comes next but how I am moving/ why. This class has made me feel confident in
improv and it is enjoyable. Before this class I looked at improv as something that was
hard or embarrassing for me. I am more confident in myself and the way I move because
I feel like I have a better understanding.
Journal prompt B asked, “How can your movement become more meaningful for you and
your audience?” The recurring theme present through all the journal responses was that creating
a story would bring more meaning to the students and their audiences. Student 7 focused on
refining movement to bring more meaning:
In my first version of my study, I felt like it was all just movement that was related to the
topic of my study, but it did not have much meaning. Besides a few gestures where I put
my hand on my head, I felt that when I did my solo it just happened and there was
nothing special and meaningful to it. A few ways I can make my movement more
meaningful are extending some gestures I feel are important and incorporate stillness. I
can also make the movement faster before I go into those slow movements to make them
stand out more. Something else I think can give more meaning to my study is making my
focus more direct and specific. If my eyes are not focused when I dance and are
wandering around, it could look like I am lost and give the movement less of an impact. I
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believe that dynamics and focus are two areas I can expand upon in my study to make it
more meaningful.
Week 7
Week 7 journal prompt C questioned, “What are you trying to portray in your study? Do
you have a specific image, idea, or story that is used for inspiration?” Three students were very
detailed about their personal movement study. Student 3 shared thoughts and an image that was
found outside of class (see Figure 12)
My inspiration for my study is the photo that we were shown in class of a man sitting
alone with his hands on his head and another picture I found. In this picture you can see
that everything is foggy. The person almost looks lost or like they are slowly fading
away. I used this image to help me come up with the majority of my choreography. I fall
and reach as if there’s something there, but it slowly fades away (hence the photo how
blurry he is). This class has shown me that anything can inspire movement, even a photo
or our ideas.

Figure 12. Image found by Student 3 outside of class
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Student 2 reflected about portraying a confrontational situation:
Through my solo, I wanted to portray the struggle of confronting your inner demons and
making a conscious decision to focus on the good. I attempted to work in the motif of
reaching and grabbing my arm and pulling it back to show me pulling myself back from
negative thoughts. I thought about beginning with more compact movement and moving
into expanded movement to show the struggle into recovery. The beginning should’ve
shown someone dodging help and allowing themselves to sink into despair. It later
becomes someone starting to get better and holding themselves back from sinking back
into despair.
Student 7 shared challenges with movement and discoveries:
Before creating my study, I was initially inspired by the first improvisation we did to the
scenario of a time of loss. There were some movements I did during the first time I
visited that topic that I wanted to explore and build upon. I also thought it would be a
good challenge for me to explore more grounded movements that I related to a time of
loss. At this point I was mostly just thinking about the movement for my study but not a
potential meaning behind the movements. A little later, we were shown photos in class to
help us students have a better understanding of what each of the scenarios looked like.
Before looking at the photos I just thought of a time of loss as sadness or grief but the
images helped me discover the recovery aspect of loss. The meaning behind my study
comes from those photos and it is about trying to find hope while grieving even though it
can be very difficult to hold on to.
According to the researcher, journal prompt D asked one of the most valuable questions,
“What has improvisation done for you during this process?” Student 5 stated, “It gave me a place
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to dance where I didn’t have to be perfect, and I could just be myself, indulging in my own
movement.” The following three students were more detailed in their responses. Student 2
shared:
Improv helped me tremendously. I realized what movement I lean towards and what I
stay away from. Doing the improv and exploring all the elements of dance allowed me to
explore the things I don’t usually incorporate into my movement and make more of an
attempt to use it in my solo. It also helped me notice which elements of dance convey
which emotions so I could think about the evolution throughout the solo. I played around
more with weight and tried to think about heavier movement towards the beginning.
Same thing with timing, I thought about slowing down certain parts and not rushing
through it. The main thing for me was space - using all of my space and really reaching
through every single movement.
Student 3 answered:
I feel that it has helped me find myself as a dancer and become more confident in improv.
I’ve always heard about the elements of dance, but I have never really been able to apply
them in my dancing. I’m glad that we were able to break everything down and take notes.
Now that I really understand the elements of dance it has helped me even in other classes
with my jazz history project. I’m glad that I was able to take this class because I look at
movement and dance so differently now. If I didn’t take this class, I don’t know where I
would be in my movement but I’m glad that I had this experience.
Student 7 responded:
I believe improvisation has helped me with my artistry and thinking about the why
behind every movement. Improvisation has given my dancing more meaning while also
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giving a story behind it rather than just having movement. I also have been thinking more
about how the elements of dance fit into phrase work outside of this class. For example, I
have been trying to figure out how I could use weight to be more grounded in a piece. I
also have been trying to experiment with timing and finding when I should suspend and
when the movement should be faster. These elements that were taught in class have
helped to make my dancing less flat and more exciting. I would like to continue to try and
think about what I learned from improvisation and applying it to movement because these
are all important things that I feel could enhance my dancing.
Summary of Data Analysis From
Journal Responses
The responses to the weekly journal prompts by the participants gave the researcher a
thorough understanding of the students’ evolving study journey. Through movement exploration,
improvisation, and choreography, the qualitative data revealed common areas for improvement
as well as fresh observations and inventive insights.
Summary
This chapter presented quantitative data collected from the pre- and post-surveys, in
addition to qualitative data gathered from responses to the open-ended questions in the pre- and
post-surveys and weekly journal prompts. The data were used to answer the essential questions
of this research study and gain insight of the students understanding of the dance elements,
shape, weight, space, and time. This chapter also acknowledged and identified areas of growth in
student confidence when improvising and creating movement.
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CHAPTER V
CONCLUSION
The purpose of this study was to explore how dance students will use movement
exploration, improvisational experiences and reflective writing in the creation of personal
movement choices and development of the artistic voice. This study also focused on helping
students feel more comfortable and confident when creating their own work and for them to
become more invested in the creative choices that they make--all of this as it relates to dance and
beyond. The research involved eight female participants who were enrolled in a Gifted and
Talented Honors Dance Program at a Vocational and Technical High School in New Jersey.
These Level Two students were participants in the Improvisation class created for the study and
ranged from 15-17 years old and were representative of grades 10 and 11. The data from this
study was analyzed using both quantitative and qualitative methods. The data were collected
using results from pre- and post-surveys and weekly journal reflections. The goal of this study
was to answer three essential questions:
Q1

How does improvisation and movement exploration aid students in finding their
own artistic voice?

Q2

What did the participants learn about the processes of improvisation and
movement exploration through their reflective journal writing?

Q3

Do the participants feel a sense of accomplishment at the end of the study?

Interpretation of the Findings
The use of movement exploration and improvisation were important factors in this study.
Through these processes the student participants investigated their own movement choices and
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found more meaning and fulfillment in their dancing and their dance making. These factors, as
mentioned in Chapter I, are of value to dance students. In her book, Choreography: A Basic
Approach Using Improvisation, Sandra Cerny Minton spoke of these spontaneous movement
experiences.
Creating involves the exploration and improvisation processes through which movements
are discovered that fit an inspiration. Once created, movements can be performed. Then,
the person who is creating can respond by analyzing and evaluating movements in a
variety of ways and make connections between the movements and other content and
ideas. (2)
The lessons throughout the study, focused on the use of weight, space, and timing, aided
the students in the development of their own movement and artistic voice. The data collected
from the pre- and post-surveys, open-ended questions and journal entries supported these
findings. The researcher noted that one of the most rewarding activities of the study were the
classroom discussions. The student participants showed enthusiasm when speaking about their
own individual movement experiences with their peers. Also, filming the student’s 64-count
movement phrases, based on the scenario of their choice, was beneficial. Filming the students at
the beginning of the study, and then at the end of the study, allowed the students to see their
growth and development. The study ended with the student’s performing their final solos for the
entire dance department. The participants then received wonderful feedback from other students
who were not part of the study and from faculty other than the researcher. This performance
opportunity was an intricate part of the study which allowed the participants to share their
creativity and artistry with others.
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Through this study the researcher found that the student participants were extremely
honest and forthcoming with their reflective journal entries. This allowed for a better
understanding of how knowledgeable the students were of the subject matter presented and how
they felt about their own personal movement explorations during the study. Emerging themes
were identified throughout. These journal entries offered a safe place for the students to be more
mindful and honest with their answers. Through this reflective journey, students identified and
understood how and why they felt about certain emotional scenarios. They were then able to
connect their own experiences through movement explorations, improvisations, and
choreography. This helped them gain insight to the importance of storytelling through dance and
what they can personally bring to it.
Limitations to the Study
Although the outcome of this study did demonstrate that dance is beneficial to many
dance students and through movement exploration and improvisation they can communicate and
express emotion, it is important to note some limitations. All the research instruments were
created by the researcher, who was also the instructor. It is noted that questions were created
without bias but acknowledged that potential research bias may be present. Other limitations
include the small sample size of participants, and it is acknowledged that a larger participant
group would be best represented in analyzing more data to support the goal of the project.
Final Thoughts
This study was inspired by the researcher’s personal experience with movement
exploration, improvisation, and choreography, professionally and in the academic setting. Before
this study, the researcher noticed a lack of emotional connection with her students and their
dancing in general. This study successfully identified ways in which dance students can enhance
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their dance experiences and bring more to their own dancing. The researcher hopes that dance
educators can use these processes of movement exploration, improvisation, and reflective
writing, from this study, in their own classrooms and help more dancers find more artistic
substance within themselves.
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Date: November 11, 2021
To Whom It May Concern:
Maureen Glennon Clayton has my approval to conduct her research at
I support her attempt to collect data from her project, using her dance students enrolled in her
Improvisation class, here at ____________________. I have reviewed her proposal entitled
Finding One’s Artistic Voice Through Use of Movement Exploration, Improvisation and
Reflective Writing. I agree that that study may help demonstrate how our students will benefit
from improvisational exercises, engaging them in more mindful exploration and development of
their artistic voice.
Sincerely,
High School Principal / Ms. Glennon Clayton’s Supervisor
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ASSENT FORM FOR HUMAN PARTICIPANTS IN RESEARCH
UNIVERSITY OF NORTHERN COLORADO
STUDENT ASSENT FORM* (14-17 years of age)
Project Title:

Finding One’s Artistic Voice through Use of Movement Exploration, Improvisation and
Reflective Writing

Researcher:

Maureen Glennon Clayton, Graduate Student at the University of Northern Colorado,
Dance Instructor at

Contact Information:

Phone Number:
E-mail:

You are being asked to take part in a research study in movement exploration, improvisation, and reflective writing.
I am asking your permission to take part in this study because you are enrolled in my Improvisation class at
What the study is about: It is my intent, through this thesis project, to possibly show that dance students will
benefit from improvisational experiences, engaging them in more mindful exploration and development of your
artistic voice. My goal, at the beginning of the study, is to have you create a short dance composition, in response to
emotional scenarios presented. Throughout the study you will participate in improvisational exercises, discussion
and journal writing. Towards the end of the study, you will then recreate your dance composition, inspired by the
work you did throughout the study.
What I would ask from you in addition to class participation: Pre-and post-surveys will be used to ask your
opinion and how you feel about subject matter presented. You will be answering yes or no questions, multiplechoice questions, and short answer questions. I estimated each survey, completed on-line, taking about 20-30
minutes, at the beginning of the study and then at the conclusion of the study.
I will also ask you to participate in reflective journal writing which will be in class and outside of class. I will give
you specific journal prompts to support you with your reflective writing. My goal is to make you feel more
comfortable and confident when creating your own work and for you to become more invested in the creative
choices that you make, all of this as it relates to dance and beyond!
Things to Think About: The nature of this study deals with emotional-based scenarios, in other words, I will be
presenting ideas in class that I want you to really think about before you start moving. How do you relate to what is
presented? Do you have anything that has happened in your own life that you can relate to the ideas I provide? So,
this work can get personal, and I would ask that you be open-minded. This will be a personal journey for each of
you, but we are all in it together!
As always, be considerate of your peers. Ask questions. Be respectful. As your teacher, I always want more from
you and you should always want more for yourself, as a dancer and as just a person.
Page 1 of 3 ________
(Your initials here)
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I will digitally record the activities to back up the notes taken by myself. Be assured that I intend to keep the
contents of these video recordings private. For the protection of each student, names will not be used, and subjects
will be identified by numbers in any presentation or written report based on the project. The video recordings will be
created and stored on a recording device that is password protected.
All activities of the class including surveys, journal entries and improvisational exercises will be completed by
everyone in the class. The data that supports the project will be collected from the students who volunteer to be part.
Your grades will not be affected based on your decision to participate or not.
Please feel free to come talk to me in my office, phone or email me if you have any questions or concerns about this
research.
I am excited to ask that you be my subjects and I thank you for assisting me with my research.
Completed consent forms will be stored in my locked office until delivered and stored in Crabbe Hall, room 308, the
office of Christy O’Connell-Black, Dance Education MA co-coordinator at the University of Northern Colorado. All
data and consent forms will be destroyed after three years.
Best,

Maureen

Page 2 of 3________
(Your initials here)
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Participation is voluntary. You may decide not to participate in this study and if you begin participation, you may
still decide to stop and withdraw at any time. Your decision will be respected and will not result in loss of benefits to
which you are otherwise entitled. Having read the above and having had an opportunity to ask any questions, please
sign below if you would like to participate in this research. A copy of this form will be given to you to retain for
future reference. If you have any concerns about your selection or treatment as a research participant, please contact
Nicole Morse, Office of Research, Kepner Hall, University of Northern Colorado Greeley, CO 80639; 970-3511910.

__________________________________
Student’s Full Name (please print)

______________________________
Student’s Birth Date (month/day/year)

__________________________________
Student’s Signature

______________________________
Date

__________________________________
Researcher’s Signature

____________________
Date

*Student Assent form must be accompanied with a Parent/Guardian form
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CONSENT FORM FOR HUMAN PARTICIPANTS IN RESEARCH
UNIVERSITY OF NORTHERN COLORADO
STUDENT CONSENT FORM (18 years of age or older)
Project Title:

Finding One’s Artistic Voice through Use of Movement Exploration, Improvisation and
Reflective Writing

Researcher:

Maureen Glennon Clayton, Graduate Student at the University of Northern Colorado,
Dance Instructor at

Contact Information:

Phone Number:
E-mail:

You are being asked to take part in a research study in movement exploration, improvisation, and reflective writing.
I am asking your permission to take part in this study because you are enrolled in my Improvisation class at
What the study is about: It is my intent, through this thesis project, to possibly show that dance students will
benefit from improvisational experiences, engaging them in more mindful exploration and development of your
artistic voice. My goal, at the beginning of the study, is to have you create a short dance composition, in response to
emotional scenarios presented. Throughout the study you will participate in improvisational exercises, discussion
and journal writing. Towards the end of the study, you will then recreate your dance composition, inspired by the
work you did throughout the study.
What I would ask from you in addition to class participation: Pre-and post-surveys will be used to ask your
opinion and how you feel about subject matter presented. You will be answering yes or no questions, multiplechoice questions, and short answer questions. I estimated each survey, completed on-line, taking about 20-30
minutes, at the beginning of the study and then at the conclusion of the study. I will also ask you to participate in
reflective journal writing which will be in class and outside of class. I will give you specific journal prompts to
support you with your reflective writing. My goal is to make you feel more comfortable and confident when creating
your own work and for you to become more invested in the creative choices that you make, all of this as it relates to
dance and beyond!
Things to Think About: The nature of this study deals with emotional-based scenarios, In other words, I will be
presenting ideas in class that I want you to really think about before you start moving. How do you relate to what is
presented? Do you have anything that has happened in your own life that you can relate to the ideas I provide? So,
this work can get personal, and I would ask that you be open-minded. This will be a personal journey for each of
you, but we are all in it together!
As always, be considerate of your peers. Ask questions. Be respectful. As your teacher, I always want more from
you and you should always want more for yourself, as a dancer and as just a person.
Page 1 of 3________
(Your initials here)
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I will digitally record the activities to back up the notes taken by myself. Be assured that I intend to keep the
contents of these video recordings private. For the protection of each student, names will not be used, and subjects
will be identified by numbers in any presentation or written report based on the project. The video recordings will be
created and stored on a recording device that is password protected.
All activities of the class including surveys, journal entries and improvisational exercises will be completed by
everyone in the class. The data that supports the project will be collected from the students who volunteer to be part.
Your grades will not be affected based on your decision to participate or not.
Please feel free to come talk to me in my office, phone or email me if you have any questions or concerns about this
research.
I am excited to ask that you be my subjects and I thank you for assisting me with my research.
Completed consent forms will be stored in my locked office until delivered and stored in Crabbe Hall, room 308, the
office of Christy O’Connell-Black, Dance Education MA co-coordinator at the University of Northern Colorado. All
data and consent forms will be destroyed after three years.
Best,
Maureen

Page 2 of 3 ________
(Your initials here)

65

Participation is voluntary. You may decide not to participate in this study and if you begin participation, you may
still decide to stop and withdraw at any time. Your decision will be respected and will not result in loss of benefits to
which you are otherwise entitled. Having read the above and having had an opportunity to ask any questions, please
sign below if you would like to participate in this research. A copy of this form will be given to you to retain for
future reference. If you have any concerns about your selection or treatment as a research participant, please contact
Nicole Morse, Office of Research, Kepner Hall, University of Northern Colorado Greeley, CO 80639; 970-3511910.

__________________________________
Student’s Full Name (please print)

______________________________
Student’s Birth Date (month/day/year)

__________________________________
Student’s Full Name (please print)

______________________________
Student’s Birth Date (month/day/year)

__________________________________
Researcher’s Signature

____________________
Date
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CONSENT FORM FOR HUMAN PARTICIPANTS IN RESEARCH
UNIVERSITY OF NORTHERN COLORADO
PARENT/GUARDIAN
Project Title:

Finding One’s Artistic Voice through Use of Movement Exploration, Improvisation and
Reflective Writing

Researcher:

Maureen Glennon Clayton, Graduate Student at the University of Northern Colorado,
Dance Instructor at

Contact Information:

Phone Number:
E-mail:

Your child is being asked to take part in a research study in movement exploration, improvisation, and reflective
writing. I am asking your permission for your child to take part in this study because your child is enrolled in my
Improvisation class at __________________.
All Level 1 and 2 students will participate in my class but being part of the research study is voluntary.
What the study is about: It is my intent, through this thesis project, to possibly show that dance students will
benefit from improvisational experiences, engaging them in more mindful exploration and development of the
artistic voice. My goal, at the beginning of the study, is to have students create a short dance composition, in
response to emotional scenarios I will present to them. Throughout the study students will participate in
improvisational exercises, discussion and journal writing. Towards the end of the study, students will then recreate
their dance compositions, inspired by the work they did throughout the study.
Pre- and post-surveys will be used to engage the students, asking their opinions, perceptions and attitudes about the
subject matter presented. Comparing the surveys will allow me to see the differences in the students’ responses from
the beginning to the end of the study. The answers to yes or no questions or multiple-choice questions will be
analyzed quantitatively. Answers to open-ended questions will be analyzed qualitatively to identify emerging
themes. Estimated time to complete surveys would be approximately 20-30 minutes and will be completed by
students, online, at the beginning of the study and then to conclude the study.
I am also interested in comparing the students’ responses as it relates to how they felt when creating their dance
compositions, before and after the improvisation exercises and in journal writing. The journal writing will be in class
and outside of class. Specific journal prompts will be given to support the students with their reflective writing. The
goal would be for them to feel more comfortable and confident when creating their own work and for them to
become more invested in the creative choices that they make, all of this as it relates to dance and beyond.
All activities of the class including surveys, journal entries and improvisational exercises will be completed by
everyone in the class. The data that supports the project will be collected from the students who volunteer to be part.
Student’s grades will not be affected based on their decision to participate or not.
Page 1 of 3________
(Parent’s initials here)
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Risks: Because the nature of this study deals with emotional-based scenarios, as a catalyst for more mindful
movement exploration, there may be some level of emotional risk that participants may experience but the
researcher/instructor will be very careful in handling any issues that may arise. As with any other dance class,
students will be instructed to let the teacher know ahead of time if there is an injury or another reason why they
cannot participate. The researcher/ instructor will make every effort to create a safe and positive environment.
I will digitally record the activities to back up the notes taken by myself. Be assured that I intend to keep the
contents of these video recordings private. For the protection of each student, names will not be used, and subjects
will be identified by numbers in any presentation or written report based on the project. The video recordings will be
created and stored on a recording device that is password protected.
Please feel free to phone or email me if you have any questions or concerns about this research and please retain one
copy of this letter for your records.
Thank you for assisting me with my research.
Completed consent forms will be stored in my office, in a locked cabinet, until delivered and stored in Crabbe Hall,
room 308, the office of Christy O’Connell-Black, Dance Education MA co-coordinator at the University of Northern
Colorado. All data and consent forms will be destroyed after three years.

Sincerely,

Maureen Glennon Clayton

Page 2 of 3________
(Parent’s initials here)
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Participation is voluntary. You may decide not to have your child participate in this study and if your child begins
participation, he or she may still decide to stop and withdraw at any time. Your decision will be respected and will
not result in loss of benefits to which your child is otherwise entitled. Having read the above and having had an
opportunity to ask any questions, please sign below if you would like to participate in this research. A copy of this
form will be given to you to retain for future reference. If you have any concerns about your selection or treatment
as a research participant, please contact Nicole Morse, Office of Research, Kepner Hall, University of Northern
Colorado Greeley, CO 80639; 970-351-1910.

__________________________________
Child’s Full Name (please print)

______________________________
Child’s Birth Date (month/day/year)

__________________________________
Parent/Guardian’s Signature

____________________
Date

__________________________________
Researcher’s Signature

____________________
Date
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Journal Prompts
Week 1
Create journal entries to answer each of the following questions. Please review and/or expand
from notes taken in class. **If you are absent for a class or classes, you need to speak to me as to
how you will make up those classes. I cannot have you fall behind, as the class progresses each
week.
a.

Did you find you could move freely to all the scenarios, or did you feel yourself getting
stuck at times?

b.

Did you feel an emotional connection to one specific scenario and if yes, why? If no,
could you reflect on why you may have not felt an emotional connection?

c.

Were you comfortable improvising or not? Explain. (Answer this question for all three of
your improvisation experiences) Responses a-d are to be completed by students in their
journals outside of class.

THIS QUESTION TO BE ANSWERED AFTER OUR NEXT CLASS
d.

Did you find differences between improvising and exploring movement inspired by the 3
scenarios?

Week 2 - Exploring Shape
a.

In your journal, write the scenario you have chosen in which you will create a
64-count phrase. (This will be your study which will be created in week 2) This
answer is to be completed in class.

b.

Create 5 gestures that will be part of your phrase. Did you find it difficult
or easy when creating your gestures? Explain.

c.

Why do you think you choose your specific scenario?

Responses b-c are to be completed by students in their journals outside of class.
Week 3 - Exploring Weight
a.
b.

Which improvisation exercise presented this week related most to your study and why?
This answer is to be completed in class.
What words used in class could you relate to your study? This answer is to be
completed in class.
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Week 4 - Exploring Space
a.

Do you feel that your study needs you to use a lot of space or little space and why?

b.

In class, did you find yourself exploring different levels in space? (high, middle, low)
Which level do you find yourself feeling more comfortable with or using more while
improvising?

c.

Were there any specific prompts by the teacher that opened you up to exploring more
or less space?

Week 5 - Exploring Time
a.

Tuesday you were asked in class to write in your journal - Before our improv exercises
today I usually like to move _________. (Slow or fast). Then you were asked to
answer that question again after you did the improv exercises. Did your original
answer change? Why do you think you like to move fast or slow, or both?

b.

Is it challenging for you to move slowly or fast? If it is challenging for you, why? If it
is not challenging, what can you do to challenge yourself with how you use timing
when creating movement? Try to be very detailed with your answer.

c.

How does it feel to move slowly? How does it feel to move fast? Think of words and
images ...

Week 6
a.

Reflect on the improvisational exercises you have experienced and your journal
writing. How can these experiences help you to develop your study (solo)?

b.

How can your movement become more meaningful for you and to your audience?

Week 7
c.

What are you trying to portray in your study? Do you have a specific image, idea, or
story that is used for inspiration?

d. What has improvisation done for you during this process?
Week 8
No Journal Writing--Showings of 64 count phrases and Post-Survey

